Excavations in China
was possible to decipher the characters or the inscriptions and to proceed to a systematic investigation of the site, which ultimately revealed thousands of these b&>nes.
Even the Chinese themselves have foupd it no light undertaking to conduct-scientific excavation^n their own country, and immense treasure still lies buried under Chinese soil. Not only archaeological excavation* but every kind of unusual work carried out on the land has always been regarded with suspicion by the inhabitants who consider that these operations might disturb prevailing magical influences. Engineers who built the first railways had to contend with these superstitions. The cutting of trenches across a fairly wide area of land in order to locate the site of some ancient buried city and to trace the layout of the walls inevitably brings to light certain tombs. Tombs are sacred and no one may touch them. Studies in cosmology and magic and all kinds of considerations are required before the site of a tomb can be chosen and if the choice is propitious it can bring good fortune to the whole family for generations. A site which is favourable to one family, however, may not be so to another. The tombs, therefore, are dispersed over the countryside and can be seen everywhere, in the middle of fields of corn and maize, for example, and the funeral mounds are left intact even when the field is being cultivated.
The Chinese are a patient people and capable of great endurance, but they will brook no interference with their ancestor-cult. History tells us, for instance, of a city besieged by enemies and in a desperate plight. No help could be expected from outside and the inhabitants were without food or water. The general in command confided to a man he suspected was a spy: "I hope the enemy will not think, of opening the tombs of our ancestors, for that would force us to surrender." This information duly reached the enemy on the following night. When, on the next day, the attacking troops began, in front of the gates of the town, to open up the tombs, the besieged citizens were seized with such fury that they made a victorious sortie and annihilated the enemy.
M                                   177 them. Several years passed before it
